ABSTRACT

Decision analysis was used to
compare the costs of three screening
strategies for childhood lead poison-
ing: (1) venipuncture; (2) capillary
sample with venipuncture confirma-
tion if the blood lead level is elevated;
(3) stratification by risk, with veni-
puncture for high-risk children and
capillary sample for low-risk chil-
dren. Under baseline conditions, the
cost of screening by the venipunc-
ture, stratification, and capillary
strategies is $22, $25, and $27, re-
spectively. Venipuncture remains
the least expensive strategy unless
the cost of venipuncture is more than
three times that of capillary sampling.
The annual cost of a national lead
screening program that uses a single
venipuncture sample would be $352
million. Initial screening with a cap-
illary sample would cost $432 million,
23% more than venipuncture. (Am J
Public Health. 1994;84:110-112)
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Introduction

Lead poisoning is one of the most
common and preventable illnesses of
childhood. It is estimated that one of ev-
ery six United States children has an el-
evated blood lead level (20.72 pmol/L
[15 ng/dL]), which is associated with ad-
verse health effects.! The 1991 Centers
for Disease Control (CDC) guidelines for
lead screening differ significantly from
earlier versions.2 The CDC now recom-
mends universal blood lead screening for
all US children under age 6 years, except
for children in communities that can
demonstrate that they do not have a
childhood lead poisoning problem. A
blood lead level is now recommended as
the primary screening test, rather than
the erythrocyte protoporphyrin level,
because erythrocyte protoporphyrin
screening is not sufficiently sensitive to
detect most children with blood lead lev-
els above 1.21 pmol/L (25 pg/dL).>-5

The guidelines advise that a level of
0.72 pmol/L (15 pg/dL) or greater from a
capillary sample should be confirmed by a
venous sample because capillary samples
may be falsely positive. Between 22% and
29% of capillary samples were found to be
falsely elevated when the blood lead level
of concern was 1.93 pmol/L (40 pg/dL),
so the false-positive rate is likely to be at
least as high if the threshold is lower.
However, obtaining specimens by veni-
puncture is more difficult than capillary
sampling, and initial screening by veni-
puncture is not widely used.” The objec-
tive of this study was to compare the costs
of universal blood lead screening by dif-
ferent strategies.

Methods

We used decision analysis®-® to com-
pare the costs of the following three strat-
egies: (1) initial screening with a venipunc-
ture specimen; (2) initial screening with a
capillary specimen, with venipuncture
confirmation if the blood lead level was
=0.72 pmol/L (15 pg/dL); and (3) stratifi-
cation according to risk level as deter-

mined by questionnaire and then screen-
ing high-risk children with a venipuncture
specimen and low-risk children with a
capillary specimen, with venipuncture
confirmation for blood lead levels of 20.72
pmol/L (15 pg/dL).

Baseline estimates of variables in the
model were obtained from the medical lit-
erature. Costs were obtained from the
1990 rate book of The Children’s Hospital,
Boston, Mass.10 This rate book lists the
same cost ($3) for phlebotomy by both
venipuncture and capillary sampling.
However, in the baseline analysis we es-
timated that the cost of phlebotomy by
venipuncture was twice as expensive as
capillary sampling to more closely simu-
late the national experience. Costs rather
than charges were used for this analysis,
because costs more accurately reflect true
resource use. SMLTREE software!! was
used to construct and evaluate the deci-
sion tree. Sensitivity analysis was used to
explore the effect of changing variables
over a range of clinically reasonable val-
ues (Table 1).

Results

Given baseline prevalences and
costs, initial screening of all children with
a venipuncture specimen cost $22 per
child, and screening by the stratification
and capillary strategies cost $25 and $27,
respectively.

Sensitivity analysis (Table 2) demon-
strated that the venipuncture strategy was
the least expensive strategy over almost
the entire range of variables indicated in
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TABLE 1—Baseline Prevalence and
Cost Estimates in the Model
and Ranges Tested in
Senshtivity Analysis

Baseline
{Range) Reference

Prevalence of blood 17% 1
lead levels of {1-50%)
= 0.72 pmoill.

(15 pg/d) for all
i

Prevalence ofblood 7.5% 1
lead levels of {05-10%)

2072 pmoll.
{15 pg/dL) for
Jow-risk children

Percentage of 16% 1
high-isk children  (1-50%)

Falsepostiverate  22% 6

(5-50%)

Cost of philebotomy  $6 10 and
for venipuncture  ($3-15) authors’
specimen estimate

Cost of ph $3 10
for capillary $1-10)
specimen

Costotbloodlead $16 10
analysis ($5-75)

Costof erythwocyte  $0 10
profoporphyrin . (§0-15)
analysis

Table 1. Because venipuncture is the final
step in all the screening strategies, and be-
cause the cost of laboratory analysis is the
same for capillary and venous samples,
the venipuncture strategy is the least ex-
pensive strategy unless the cost of veni-
puncture phlebotomy is more than three
times higher than the cost of capillary sam-
pling (Figure 1).

As the prevalence of elevated blood
lead levels decreased from 17% (baseline)
to 5%, the cost of the venipuncture strat-
egy was unchanged ($22). However, the
cost of the stratification ($24) and capil-
lary ($25) strategies decreased, reducing
the added cost of these strategies com-
pared with the venipuncture strategy.
Under conditions of low prevalence (5%)
and a high cost of venipuncture ($10), the
stratification strategy ($25) became less
expensive than either the venipuncture
($26) or capillary ($26) strategies.

If only 5% of the capillary samples
are falsely elevated, the cost of screening
by venipuncture would be the same as the
cost of the stratification strategy ($22), but
would remain less expensive than the cap-
illary strategy ($24).

In our baseline analysis, we assumed
that only blood lead analysis would be per-
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TABLE 2—Sensitivity Analysis of Selected Variables: Cost per Child According to
Screening Strategy

Cost of Screening Strategy, $

Cost of blood lead analysis
(baseline value = $16)

Cost of phiebotomy for venipuncture
specimen (baseline value = $6)

Prevalence of blood lead levels of = 0.72
umol/L. (15 wg/dL) (baseline vaiue
= 17%)

Cost of phiebotomy for venipunchure
specimen ($10) and prevalence of
blood lead levels of = 0.72 pmol/L. (6%)
(baseline values = $6 and 17%,
respectively)

False-positive rate (baseline value
= 22%)

Cost of erythrocyte protoporphyrin
analysis (baseline value = $0)

Value
Tested Venipuncture Stratification Capillary
$5 11 1 12
$35 41 48 52
$75 81 97 107
$3 19 23 26
$9 25 26 28
$15 31 28 30
1% 22 24 24
5% 22 24 25
30% 22 25 29
26 25 26
5% 22 22 24
35% 22 27 29
$5 27 31 34
$10 32 a7 40
$15 37 43 47

Note. See Table 1 for baseline values for all variables.

$10 per sample. The capillary

Ave. = average.
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Note. Venipuncture is the least expensive strategy unless the cost of venipuncture exceeds
strategy is more costly than the venipuncture strategy if the
cost of venipuncture is less than $13 per sample. In the baseline analysis, the costs of
venipuncture and capiliary sampling were estimated at $6 and $3 per sample, respectively.

FIGURE 1—The cost of lead screening plotted as a function of the cost of venipuncture.

formed. However, erythrocyte protopor-
phyrin levels are often used as an adjunc-
tive test for managing childhood lead
poisoning. If erythrocyte protoporphyrin
testing ($10) is included in the screening
strategies, the venipuncture strategy ($32)
would become even less expensive rela-

tive to the stratification ($37) and capillary
($40) strategies.

Discussion
This analysis demonstrates that a

single venipuncture sample is the least
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costly method of universal screening for
childhood lead poisoning. The CDC rec-
ommends annual screening for children
at low risk for lead poisoning and screen-
ing at 6-month intervals for high-risk chil-
dren. Based on the US Public Health Ser-
vice estimates,! 16 million blood lead
screening tests on children under age 6
years will be required annually. Accord-
ing to our model, a lead screening pro-
gram that uses a single venipuncture sam-
ple would cost $352 million per year. The
annual costs of screening by the risk
stratification and capillary strategies
would be $400 million and $432 million,
respectively, a 14% to 23% increase over
the cost of screening with a single veni-
puncture sample.

Sensitivity analysis demonstrated
that the venipuncture screening strategy
is the least expensive approach over a
wide range of prevalences, false-positive
rates, and costs. For populations with a
low prevalence of elevated blood lead
levels, initial screening with capillary
specimens may appear to be a more at-
tractive strategy, at minimal additional
average cost. However, because of the
large numbers of screening samples re-
quired in areas of even moderate preva-
lence and the high rate of necessary
rescreening because of false-positive re-
sults, the overall additional annual ex-
penditure generated by this approach is
considerable.
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Issues of time, availability of skilled
pediatric phlebotomists, convenience, and
child/parent preference for the method of
sampling were not considered in this anal-
ysis. Although initial screening by capil-
lary sample may appear to be simpler than
initial screening by venipuncture, that
may not be true if a confirmatory sample
by venipuncture is required.

This analysis indicates that methods
for childhood lead screening differ sub-
stantially in cost. Better data are needed
regarding the false-positive rate by capil-
lary sampling now that the blood lead level
requiring rescreening is 0.72 pmol/L (15
ug/dL). In addition, improved capillary
sampling techniques that eliminate the
need for venous confirmatory samples are
needed. However, based on current infor-
mation and existing techniques, a screen-
ing strategy that uses a single venipunc-
ture sample can reduce the cost of
screening for childhood lead poisoning. O
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